144 THE EPIC OF MOUNT EVEREST
They started at 8 a.m. and, in spite of the hard
frost during the night, they found the crust hardly
bore their weight and they sank up to their knees
at almost every step. Avalanches they mio-ht
expect, but they feared them only in one place, the
steep final 200-fcct slope below the shelf on which
Camp IV was pitched. There they would have
to proceed with caution, testing the snow before
they crossed the slope. For the rest of the way
they thought there would be no danger.
Wakeficld had been left at Camp III as supply
officer, and the party on this North Col wall now
consisted of Mallory, Somervcll, and Crawford,
with fourteen porters. It was clear that the
three climbers, having no loads, must take the
lead, stamping out a track for the laden porters
as they ascended the steep ice-slope, now covered
with snow This snow adhered so well to the
ice that they were able to get up without cutting
steps. Everything was done by trenching the
snow to induce it to come down if it would. But
there was no move. And this crucial place
being passed they plodded on without hesitation.
If snow would not come down there, it would
not come down on the gentler slopes, they believed.
There was no risk now of an avalanche.
So they struggled on through the deep snow;
and exhausting work it was, as after each lifting
movement it was necessary to pause for a whole
series of breaths before the weight was trans-
ferred again to the other foot. Fortunately, the